Edward Ellis Commentary on Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Contra Gentiles
The Summa Contra Gentiles is a medieval text that was written around the middle of the 13th century by noted academic and religious scholar Thomas Aquinas. Unlike Aquinas’ more famous work the Summa Theologica which was written for a Christian audience, the Summa Contra Gentiles was written for an audience that was not religious. This means that when we are looking at the given extract of Summa Contra Gentiles the audience that it was written for, people who are not Christians, will have an impact and influence on the tone and wording of the text. This can be seen in the given extract of the original source though the line “Of these miracles there are several ranks and orders” [footnoteRef:1]. The above line is evidence of the fact that when Thomas Aquinas was writing the Summa Contra Gentiles, he had a different, nonreligious background in mind because of the fact that he went into great detail to explain what miracles are for a lay person. Aquinas would never have had to write in this manner if the audience he was writing for was a primarily Christian one. This can be further evidenced in the fact that the entire second paragraph of the given extract is dedicated to describing in depth what miracles are and how they are categorised by the church during the middle of the 13th century. It is clear that Thomas Aquinas primarily wrote in this manner due to the nature of the intended audience of the Summa Contra Gentiles and so that they can better understand the Christian faith and the Church of the 13th century. Aquinas’ Summa Contra Gentiles is also reminiscent of the biblical works of the apostle Luke. Aquinas could be writing in the same vein as Luke the Apostle, or as he his better know Luke the Evangalist, because bringing people from outside the Christian Faith was a key commandment of Jesus who said “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” [footnoteRef:2]. Therefore, Aquinas’ work of Summa Contra Gentiles can be seen as fulfilling this, Jesus’s last commandment to his disciples. This can be further evidenced by the final seven verses of Mark Chapter 16. The ending of Mark Chapter 16 which details the same events as Chapter 28 of the book of Mathew. One key difference between the Book of Mark and the Book of Mathew is the fact that Chapter 16 of the Book of Mark goes into greater detail of Jesus’ commandment to go into the world and evangelise people.[footnoteRef:3] Jesus’ commandment to his disciples at the end of Mark Chapter 16 is given greater weight in the Christian faith as it is the last commandment that he gives before his ascension to heaven in Mark 16:19[footnoteRef:4]. This would have influenced Thomas Aquinas when he was writing Summa Contra Gentiles because he would have seen it as him doing as Jesus, and therefore God, had commanded his followers to do before returning to heaven.  [1:  Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles ]  [2:  The Bible, Matthew 28:19, NSRVA, 1995 https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2028%3A19-20&version=NRSVA]  [3:  The Bible, Mark 16:14-19, NSRVA 1995 https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark%2016&version=NRSVA]  [4:  Ibid ] 

Another key point in Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Contra Gentiles is the fact that the first paragraph of the given extract goes into detail about what the difference between miracles and natural wonders. This is evidenced in the line “thus an astronomer does not wonder at seeing an eclipse of the sun, at which a person that is ignorant of astronomy cannot help wondering”[footnoteRef:5]. This line skilfully demonstrates the fact that many gentiles and nonreligious people view miracles and wonders of nature and how the two can often be misconstrued. This line can also be seen as plea to the gentiles of the world to seek higher education and learn more about the workings of the world. This idea is further evidenced by the fact that later on in the first paragraph of the given extract, Thomas Aquinas states that the definition of a miracle is “This then is the meaning of the word `miracle,' an event of itself full of wonder, not to this man or that man only.”[footnoteRef:6] This links to Thomas Aquinas’ earlier plea for the general public to seek education on the higher order of the world as to avoid mistaking wonders of nature for miracles of God. Furthermore, this idea also links to the fact Thomas Aquinas’ was also writing Summa Contra Gentiles to educate people who were not religious so that they might understand Jesus and the Christian faith. This education of the gentiles also helps Aquinas follow in the footsteps of the original twelve apostles by carrying out Jesus’ final commandment to go out and baptise the world.  [5:  Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles ]  [6:  Ibid ] 

In conclusion it is clear that Thomas Aquinas wrote the Summa Contra Gentiles with a specific, nonreligious audience in mind. This can be seen through his in depth descriptions of what miracles are and how they are different from simple wonders of nature. The audience that Thomas Aquinas’ was writing for can also be seen though the fact that he is deliberately trying to follow the final commandment given by Jesus before his ascension to heaven by specifically writing for gentiles and nonreligious people. His plea for people to seek higher education on the mysteries and wonders of the world also links to this to the fact that Thomas Aquinas could also be seen as a faucet of his attempt to emulate the apostles and follow Jesus’ final commandment of going out into the world and baptising people in the name of Christ.  
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